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An Interview with Rolf De Heer by D. Bruno Starrs. 
 
Marvel at the magic of the KINEMATOGRAPH! Wonder at the workings of the MOVING image! 
Delight in the spectacular action! as the ORCHESTRA plays congenial melodies! The famous story 
of Dr. Plonk (the dashing Nigel Lunghi), comes to life before your very eyes as he sets out with the 
aid of his wife (Magda Szubanski – the most beautiful woman in the history of the world), and 
mischievous servant Paulus (comic genius Paul Blackwell) to save the planet from the terrible end 
we errant souls have set course for. Now what do you suppose is the frightful charge the good 
Doctor lays at our feet? Picking pockets? Nay, sirrah, ‘tis worse than that. Battery? Indeed, ‘tis 
worse than that. Pray, not murther? Yea, ‘tis murther most foul – nothing less than butchery of 
Mother Earth herself through horrible Apocalypse and ... terrorism by television. With this 
innovation of the modern age, writer and director Rolf de Heer Esquire demonstrates expert use of 
The Large or Close-Up Figure, the “Fade Out”, Exciting and Sustained Suspense, in every shade 
from Black to White (intertitles are employed for those blessed with reading ability) and BIFF’s 
intrepid reporter, D. Bruno Starrs, has interviewed the distinguished director by means of that other 
new-fangled contraption, the telephone: 
D. Bruno Starrs: Rolf, why did you make Dr. Plonk a silent film? 
 
Rolf de Heer: Wrong way round! Why did I make the silent film I was going to make, Dr. Plonk? 
My starting point was to make a silent film. 
 
D. Bruno Starrs:  So what made you want to make a film about an eccentric inventor? 
 
Rolf de Heer: OK, having decided to make a silent movie, having decided that I wanted it to be in 
the tradition of Buster Keaton, Charlie Chaplin and so on I then cast my first actor ... And that’s all 
I knew I was going to do. 
 
D. Bruno Starrs: You cast your first actor before you even had a script? 
 
Rolf de Heer: That’s correct. Didn’t have a story, didn’t have an idea what this one was going to 
be. I cast Nigel in the film because he seemed to me to be a very interesting performer and that I 
could construct something around him, in a way. He’s a street performer. So, the next part of the 
process was, OK, this is interesting enough, but how do I make it relevant, how do I make it 
contemporarily relevant, and I thought for a while, you could set it today. But then I thought, no, 
no, I don’t want that, I want it set back then. If it’s set back then how do you make it relevant 
today? I need both: back then and today. Right. How do I do that? This is comedy, comedy as they 
used to do it. You could have a time machine, that would get me out of that problem, so why not 
make my lead character a scientist inventor who creates one and that’s how he became Dr. Plonk. 
 
D. Bruno Starrs: Given that you’d already decided to make a silent film, how important is sound in 
the cinema, generally? 
 
Rolf de Heer: Oh, very. I think 60% of the emotional effect of most films is in the sound. 
 
D. Bruno Starrs: And how does sound, then, convey emotion in Dr. Plonk? 
 
Rolf de Heer: Only by the music ... In terms of the sort of the comedy that it is, broad slapstick 
comedy, the visuals become very important, but without the music it doesn’t work as well ... You 
show a child a silent comedy from way back, a slapstick: they will laugh at it. They’re not used to 
the conventions, but they’ll laugh at it. Some of my mates from Ramingining, you show them the 
silent film, well, they’ve never seen one: they scream with laughter ... The comedy itself is fairly 
universal. A pratfall is universally thought to be funny. 
 
D. Bruno Starrs: Back to the story of Dr. Plonk, what is the cause of the end of the world he is so 
desperately trying to avert? 
 
Rolf de Heer: He doesn’t know. He knows it’s going to happen, but he doesn’t know why. You’re 
asking me? I’m not a scientist. Just a film-maker. 
 
D. Bruno Starrs: There are a lot of guesses we could make as an audience: it could be the 
environment, nuclear war, what do you think is the imminent threat? 
 
Rolf de Heer: I’ll have to ask Dr. Plonk and he’s overseas at the moment ... 
 
D. Bruno Starrs: Has the end of the world got anything to do with TV? 
 
Rolf de Heer: The end of the world itself, I don’t think it’s got anything particularly to do with TV, 
but the decay in society has and Plonk’s perception of it does ... for him it’s proof .. But it’s not 
about that stuff, really, it’s in there, but it’s not about that. 
 
D. Bruno Starrs: We’re used to watching a Rolf de Heer film and looking for the deep and 
meaningful message ... 
 
Rolf de Heer: Well, it’s time to have a bit of a laugh, for a change! 
 
With the badinage of Dr. Plonk, Mr. de Heer elevates the Motion Picture to the Higher Plane, for 
which it has won recognition as a true art, and strengthens the formidable bulwark held by Messrs. 
Keaton and Chaplin against the vulgar onslaught of the talkies. Our astucious astronomical 
adjudication? Five out of five stars! 
